
Air Force Aerospace Power

The United States relies on the Air Force and the Air Force has never
been a decisive factor in the history of wars.

—Saddam Hussein
29 August 1990 

Since its emergence as a global power in World War II, the United
States has indeed relied on aerospace power as a major component of
its national strength. Those individuals who have belittled aerospace
power’s relevance to modern war have based their judgment on
selective evidence and often have been guilty of wishful thinking.
Some have paid a high price for their flawed reasoning. The
effectiveness of aerospace power was clearly on display during
Operation Desert Storm. Desert Storm was a coalition effort, and the
United States’ effort involved all the services. But the bulk of the
coalition air effort, as Saddam Hussein guessed, was the core
component of US aerospace power, the Air Force.1 In the context of
this essay,

United States air power is defined as the United States Air Force—not
because of its name or any theoretical concept that air power must be
unitary, but because of the military tasks that have been assigned to the Air
Force, that it is organized and prepared (given the means) to perform, and
that will not be performed at any significant level of effort except by the
USAF.2

Department of the Air Force
The Military Requirement

A separate United States Air Force was established only after
airpower had matured sufficiently to undertake major military
campaigns, and World War II had demonstrated the need for
centralized command of air forces. The process of developing
airpower in the United States was uneven, reflecting the difficulty
almost all institutions experience in adapting to new conditions.3
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The first United States air “service” was a subcomponent of the US
Army Signal Corps, the support arm assigned to explore aviation’s
military potential. Not surprisingly, during this time official views of
airpower’s potential were largely confined to discussions of Signal
Corps concerns.4 Still, the restricted role of aircraft before World War
I was due more to their limited capabilities than lack of vision.

In the absence of imminent national danger (usually the most
powerful catalyst for change) early efforts to justify a separate air
service failed in the United States, even as air capabilities were
maturing. The first effective call for an independent air force was
voiced in Great Britain by the Smuts Committee, which was formed
to frame a response to German air raids on London in World War I.5

While advocates of airpower in the United States fought to emulate
the achievements of the Smuts Committee, the existing US military
departments insisted that more evidence was needed to establish that
a separate air force was a military necessity.6 Such evidence was
eventually supplied by increasingly capable airpower and its
accomplishments in World War II.

As contrasted to World War I, air forces largely determined the
conditions under which all forces operated in World War II.
Improvements in range, speed, reliability, weapons, tactics, and
strategy made airpower the best means to achieve a variety of
objectives and the only means to accomplish many tasks. As Adm
William F. Halsey explained to the House Committee on the Armed
Services in October 1949, “The lesson from the last war that stands
out clearly above all the others is that if you want to go anywhere in
modern war, in the air, on the sea, on the land, you must have
command in the air.”7

The fact that control of the air was best pursued by air forces operating
under centralized command was confirmed repeatedly during that war.
For example, Gen Carl A. Spaatz discerned unified command as the key
to success in the Battle of Britain.8 The cost of dividing military airpower
(and treating it as an auxiliary of surface arms) was clearly demon-
strated by the Japanese army and naval air forces.9
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When air forces secured control of the air, an immense array of
missions could be performed by flexible, centrally controlled airpower.
Ironically, the flexibility of airpower led to a new problem: the danger
that the diversity of tasks airpower could perform in satisfying the needs
of tactical commanders would lead to dilution. The tension between
airpower’s versatility and the need to focus military effort was best
resolved by establishing command at the theater level. Air forces
performing a variety of missions could adapt to changing circumstances,
operate in mutual support, and mass where appropriate when commanded
by an airman.10 An air commander with a comprehensive theater
perspective, a clearly defined operational mission, and effective air forces
could establish the pace and conditions for joint and combined
campaigns. The operations of the Fifth Air Force in World War II provide
a good example of mutually reinforcing air efforts achieving the theater
commander’s intent and creating favorable circumstances for surface
component campaigns (fig. 1).11

While some opposition to the formation of the United States Air
Force persisted after the founding National Security Act of 1947,
the military need for a service focused on aerospace power was
compelling. One of the strongest and most influential advocates
of a separate Air Force was Gen Dwight D. Eisenhower, who told
the Army staff that the need for coequal air forces “seems to me
to be so logical from all of our experiences in this war—such an
inescapable conclusion—that I for one can’t even entertain any
longer any doubt as to its wisdom.”12 Another key advocate was
Gen George C. Marshall, who believed postwar United States
defense plans should be centered around a strong Air Force, ready
to fight at the outset of hostilities.13 But the most important
evidence arguing for the formation of the Air Force during this
crucial period was the emergence of globe-spanning aerospace
technologies and threats.

The jet engine, the long-range bomber, the guided missile, and the
atomic bomb enforced Gen Henry H. “Hap” Arnold’s testimony to
the Senate in October 1945.
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Source: The United States Strategic Bombing Survey, Military Analysis Division, The Fifth Air Force
in the War Against Japan, report no. 71 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, June
1947), 19.

Figure 1. Typical Daily Missions of Fifth Air Force
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The first essential of air power necessary for peace and security is the
preeminence in research. . . . We must remember at all times that the degree
of national security rapidly declines when reliance is placed on the quantity
of existing equipment instead of its quality.14

Indeed, even before World War II ended, General Arnold tasked
Dr. Theodore von Kármán to produce a study, Toward New Horizons,
to map the future of military aerospace power. Arnold envisioned a
continuing need for the Air Force to look 10 to 20 years ahead. The
Air Force was “born” looking toward the future.15

As the United States became a global power and began actively
participating in affairs around the world, it created the United States
Air Force. While the Air Force is not the only component of national
aerospace power, it has been assigned the leading role in developing
and fielding forces to conduct and support the core missions of
military aviation and space forces for all theaters.

Air Force Aerospace Power
in Joint and Combined Warfare

As modern wars have demonstrated, coordinated action by two or
more services has significant advantages when large or prolonged use
of military force is required. Each service has specific capacities, and
the many options provided by each service and their effective
combinations provide strategic flexibility. The special capacity of the
Air Force, application of aerospace power, has proved to be pivotal
in modern warfare.

The degree to which friendly forces control and then exploit the
aerospace environment determines the conditions under which joint
and combined warfare are fought. Control of the environment is not
an end in itself, but an enabling means, a means of creating advantages
to pursue strategies and campaigns with an enhanced ability to control
the circumstances under which all forces fight.16 In addition, control
and exploitation of the environment are required to affordably pursue
almost all strategies requiring movement, secure logistics bases, and
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apply force. In these and many other senses, aerospace operations of
all types have their purpose in joint and combined objectives.

The increased flexibility of all forces gained by attaining control
of the air opens up an array of campaign options, and this result has
strategic consequences. Allied air supremacy in Desert Storm created
conditions that could with equal facility have been exploited by a
frontal assault, a flanking attack of almost any magnitude, an airborne
insertion almost anywhere, or an amphibious assault—or some
combination of the four.17 Aerospace supremacy thus preserved
ambiguity of intent and, with it, strategic maneuverability and
surprise for all force types. Aerospace power can not only establish
conditions for successful campaigns of joint and combined forces but
also can augment those forces by providing combat power to create
campaign and battlefield advantages, global movement of important
assets, and key force enhancement capabilities.

Forces Designed to Exploit
the Aerospace Medium

From its inception, airpower (in its modern form, aerospace power)
went beyond the simple concept of exploiting existing technology.
Rather than merely taking advantage of the contributions of
individual inventions, even early aerospace pioneers underwrote new
developments and combined multiple, complex systems into
integrated capabilities.18

Aerospace power has grown steadily in mission capabilities (and
in military usefulness) as airmen and manufacturers have developed
better aircraft, spacecraft, and key enabling technologies. However,
new missions and capabilities have not always been exploited. The
development of military aerospace power has often been paced by the
ability of military leaders to envision and develop forces that can
exploit opportunities for (and minimize the limitations of) operations
in the aerospace medium.19

There have been numerous potential avenues for the development
of aerospace power, and choosing the best course to take has required
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expertise, study, and vision. Among the most successful efforts to
explore emerging opportunities was Project Forecast. In 1963 Gen
Curtis E. LeMay ordered “a comprehensive study and analysis of the
Air Force structure projected into the 1965–1975 time period” to
“exploit technology to achieve distinct strategic advantages.”
Although Project Forecast focused on individual technologies, it
concluded that “proper combinations of individual advances could
provide new generations of flight vehicles with virtually any
operational capability that could be desired by a military or a civilian
air planner.”20

Just as much of the equipment used in Desert Storm owed its
capabilities to Project Forecast, the people who commanded,
employed, and supported aerospace forces in that conflict were
prepared for their duties by an accumulation of training and
experience. Providing professionals with the skills to exploit their
mission capabilities requires deliberate development from the most
basic instruction to demanding courses that hone expertise.
High-quality instruction and continuation training provide combat
advantages; training devoted to fully developing wartime skills
complements, exploits, and fulfills the investment made in aerospace
systems.21

Aerospace power depends on numerous specialized skills, all
working together to attain its broad purposes. Although specialized
training is the foundation for developing individual skills, effective
combat operations depend on the kind of flexibility, interaction, and
understanding developed in more demanding exercises. Large-scale
training efforts, such as the Flag series of exercises, emulate many of
the demands of combat in controlled conditions and may involve
participating units from sister and allied services.

Aerospace forces must be organized in ways designed to capitalize
on the qualities of the people and equipment that comprise them.
Finding the best way to organize to follow through on investments in
aerospace systems and training is a dynamic search.22 Numerous
trade-offs, such as those between mass and flexibility, functional
excellence and versatility, and predictability and adaptability,
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influence organizational design, but the overall governing goal is
mission performance.

Conclusion

Air Force capabilities are the result of decades of development,
training, and organizing, all comprising the constant search for the best
forms and uses of aerospace power. The devotion of the Air Force to
developing aerospace power is necessary not because aerospace power
is an end, but because the government and people of the United States
have legislated this function and rely on the Air Force to fulfill it.23
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